Introduction. Since its formulation by Plateau in the 19th century, little (see [2], [4] ) has been known about the number of simply connected minimal surfaces spanning a simple closed curve r C R 3 . Existence was proved in the thirties by J. Douglas [1] and T. Radó [5]. In the paragraphs below we indicate how a new topological theory partially describes the way in which the number of minimal surfaces spanning a curve changes as the curve changes.
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I. Formulation of the problem. Let

II. The theory. Let M be a connected smooth Banach manifold and
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Let X be a Palais-Smale vector field on M with finitely many isolated zeros in the interior of M. Then using the degree theory developed in [3] [4] Radó showed that if a is not "too complicated" then a is fine. In particular, he showed that a is fine if there existed no point q G R 3 such that every hyperplane through q intersected Y in at least four points. 
R 3 ).
CONJECTURE. F is dense in A, or perhaps the open set of curves which admit no minimal surfaces with boundary branch points is dense in A.
Let G be the three dimensional noncompact Lie group of bijective holomorphic maps of the disc onto itself. The functional E a and the vector field X* of Theorem 1 will be equivariant with respect to the action of G. Therefore, there is no hope that the critical points of E a in M a will be isolated since the orbit of any critical point will consist of critical points. Applying general transversality techniques we obtain In general minimal surfaces on the same orbit are identified. Doing this we find 
